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Abstract 
We examine the perceptions and oral presentation performances of UPM Civil Engineering students as regards the use of 
questions outside the question-and-answer round. The results yielded by 23 questionnaires and the analysis of 10 recorded 
presentations show a low exploitation and limited rhetorical and syntactic interrogative patterns, which suggests the need for 
broadening repertoires and remodelling the genre towards a more interactive model. 
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1. Why study in-presentation questions? 
The educational trends set by the Bologna process not only expect university students to learn specialized 
contents, but also communication techniques to interact efficiently with their communities of practice (Wenger 
1998) and lay people alike. Thus, the oral presentation has become a cardinal genre in higher education and is 
currently proliferating across disciplines and teaching methodologies. Through presentations learners occasionally 
adopt the role of experts, transmitting technical knowledge while regarding their audiences and therefore exercising 
the key competencies advocated by the European Framework (2006) for lifelong learning: communication in the 
mother tongue and in a foreign language, cultural awareness and expression, learning autonomy, a sense of 
initiative, and digital, social and civil skills. It is a realistic task—a cross-disciplinary interaction that fuses 
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specialized content and discourse, lends itself to teamwork and peer feedback, and integrates verbal and non-verbal 
language. 
From this lifelong learning perspective, as well as from its pedagogical efficacy, the oral presentation has been 
the object of much educational, rhetorical, and linguistic research. More particularly, within the field of Applied 
Linguistics, the predominant foci for authors and scholars have been its impact on SLA (King, 2002), the formal and 
structural modelling of the interaction (Boyle, 1996; Hincks 2005), peer- and self-assessment (Patri, 2002), and 
courseware development (Chiao, 2010). 
Merging several of these strands, this study examines the perceptions and performances of ESP students in the 
specific domain of Civil Engineering, attending to their use (i.e. purpose, typology, location and discursive effect) of 
in-presentation questions outside the final discussion move. Questions have so far been investigated typologically 
(Barnes, 1969; Mehan 1979) and as interactive teaching features in classroom settings (Sinclair and Coulthard, 
1975; Long & Sato 1983; Tsui, 1992; Csomay, 2002; Fortanet, 2004; Morell, 2004; Bamford, 2005; Musumeci, 
2006; Querol, 2008; Crawford-Camiciottoli, 2008), especially in English-medium instruction (Dalton-Puffer, 2007; 
Dafouz & Sánchez, 2013), but not embedded in the presentation genre as a pedagogical tool to exploit their 
rhetorical and interpersonal potential.  
2. Method 
Ten video-taped samples from students, recorded at the School of Civil Engineering of the Polytechnic 
University of Madrid (UPM), have been analysed. Findings are sorted out in a combined framework accommodating 
three levels of analysis: textual, morpho-syntactic and pragmatic, and fusing the taxonomies of Greenbaum & Quirk 
(1990), Webber (1994), Tsui’s (1995), Pascual (2006) and Sala (2010). In addition to considering grammatical 
structure (direct/indirect and open/closed questions), we have paid attention to three major functions: rhetorical 
(questions which do not expect an answer from the audience and serve as metadiscursive or organizational devices), 
display (answered by the audience and serving as brainstorming device or comprehension check, with an answer 
known beforehand by the questioner), and referential (genuinely eliciting information from listeners). Rhetorical 
questions subdivide into evaluative (neutral and confrontational), repository (research questions and 
question/answer pairs) and mention questions. Evaluative questions are equivalent to a statement and favour an 
answer by expressing criticism (confrontational) or not (neutral). An example of the former is ‘Do we really need a 
President like Rajoy?’ (note the emphatic adverb ‘really’), and of the latter ‘Aren’t taxes too high?’. Research 
questions, typically in initial position within a section or paragraph, delimit the topic (organize discourse as topic 
shifters) and arouse reflection. These same functions are performed by question-and-answer pairs, but providing an 
immediate answer (e.g. ‘Can we eliminate nuclear wastes? Not yet’). Last, mention questions either act as glosses 
that clarify content or as asides that build intimacy (e.g. ‘Governmental corruption (How long are we going to stand 
delinquents in office?) is today a big concern.’). The number of students recorded totalled 36 and that of 
questionnaire informants, 23. All of them had a B2 level of English. 
3. Findings 
Results suggest that local UPM learners have little awareness of the pragmatic, organizational and stylistic 
potential of interrogatives and follow a monological presentation model that challenges ESP instructors to broaden 
pragmatic repertoires and revamp existing notions of public speaking. 
3.1 Students’ perceptions  
In the questionnaires, interactivity with the audience went partially unnoticed, as it was not referred to 
spontaneously but through direct elicitation. On the one hand, students’ idol speakers (Obama for 39% of 
respondents, Steve Jobs for  about 8.5%, and ranking third a group formed by Churchill, Mandela, Merkel, 
Wyoming and Esperanza Aguirre for 35%) were admired for qualities such as clarity, conviction, voice tone, 
emotion, self-confidence, improvisation, body language, good pace, or well-structured speech. Although 
interactivity and the ability to get the audience’s attention were mentioned by a tiny minority among the three basic 
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features every good speaker should master, in no case were they related to questions. Instead, leading crucial aspects 
were for most students preparation, naturalness, organisation, visual contact, dynamism and self-confidence. Also, 
when asked what communicative and linguistic aspects they had improved through presentations, the answer ‘facing 
the public’ was unanimous, followed by ‘oral expression’ and ‘content organisation’. No interaction strategy other 
than ‘visual contact’ and a vague ‘capture of interest’ was mentioned. But on the other hand, ‘interaction with the 
audience’ was a key aspect to polish in future presentations for 8.6% of informants, in the same proportion as ‘vocal 
quality and pace’, ‘rehearsal’, or ‘the inclusion of more visual information’, all three behind ‘nerves control’ and 
‘use of audiovisuals’ (11.4%) and a miscellaneous category (37%) gathering ‘transitions’, ‘naturalness’, ‘more 
memorisation/independence from notes’ or ‘organisation’, to cite some. Slightly under 40% of students admitted to 
using in-presentation questions, specifically to gain interactivity with their listeners (75%) and, in low similar 
proportions (roughly 5%) some detailed that they used them as comprehension checks, embellishers, and highlights 
of key points. The contingent not using questions (61%) did not provide an answer, justified their position by 
adducing their insecurity and lack of experience, or regarded in-presentation questions as impolite interruptions of 
the talk. Curiously, to the question ‘When should questions be used during the presentation?’ over half of 
respondents (52%) considered that they should be employed all throughout, whereas less than 40% would use them 
as phatic devices and exordial techniques only at the start, and a meagre percentage (around 8.5%) as transition 
markers signalling new concepts.  
3.2 Students’ performances  
The audiovisual analysis of students’ presentations revealed that almost 28% of students asked questions (35 in 
total) outside the final questions round. Male students posed 77% of questions and the   remainder (23%) was asked 
by females. This fact accords with Chang’s (2010) study on the questioning behaviour of junior female teachers in 
the MICASE corpus, where they make less use of questions than their male colleagues.   
From a morphosyntactic standpoint, the overwhelming majority of the in-presentation questions asked were open 
and direct (see Fig. 1). As for their function (Fig. 2), rhetorical question-and-answer pairs and mention questions 
were extremely scarce, while 20% of the instances aimed at obtaining information from the listeners, especially as 
kick-off ice-breakers at the very start of the presentation, and in a lesser measure, as improvised topic shifter. 
Striking as it may seem, moreover, the highest percentage of occurrences (over 75%) corresponded to a blend of 
display and rhetorical research question (example 1). These hybrids may be evaluative (2) and simultaneously 
indirect, closed and evaluative, and even include an implicit question-and-answer pair (3).   
Fig. 1. Morphosyntactic trend. 
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1. We are going to talk about these cities. What do they have in common?  
2. Why building such an enormous dam? 
3. If you ask me if the construction of this dam really worried, I would say that the advantages apparently are 
more than the disadvantages 
Students are not aware of their recourse to these interrogative blends, apparently referential, with which they 
create meanings and build their own face as presenters who care for their audience, guiding it, sustaining its 
attention, and transmitting knowledge in a negotiated, horizontal fashion. Only in one presentation were there truly 
referential questions addressed to concrete members of the public by vocatives and in unpredictable parts of the 
speech (4 and 5). The effect was pragmatically abrupt, bordering on a face-threatening act, although their closed 
nature somehow mitigated their directness. 
4. Álvaro, do you think it is a good idea to devote, to invest, so much money in safety issues?  
5. Pablo, do you think it really matters if the colour is orange, blue, yellow or anything else?  
Fig. 2.  Functional trend 
What these findings show is that the mismatch between student’s notion of questioning, their perceptions of their 
own performances, and their actual speech must be bridged. This course of action may be tackled in four fronts : 
First, by dismantling the myth of the hegemonic speaker and foster a more cooperative model. Second, by teaching 
them to include questioning among the features to focus on when observing videos of popularly recognized good 
speakers. Third, by broadening their interrogative repertoires and help them automate the most difficult types of 
questions (those open and indirect). Fourth, by encouraging their constructive criticism of peer performances and 
their auto-analysis and acceptance of peer feedback, in order to determine whether their question blends are 
accidental or intentional, raise their level of control over the interaction, and assist them in the design of more 
effective presentations. 
4. Conclusion: A remodellation of the genre 
Questions should be incorporated to the oral presentation features and be studied monographically, pinpointing 
their morphosyntactic variants, functions, and perlocutionary effects. To do so, and drawing on the research of 
Lubecka (1996), two premises are to be set: one is that questions are ideational tools to exchange and negotiate 
meanings; the other, that they shape the speaker’s image of his/her audience and in turn his/her audience’s 
perception of his/her own image. Joining both planes, questions emerge as ideational and interpersonal mitigators of 
the ‘domestic estrangement’ (Gudykunst & Yim, 1992) of interlocutors. 
Our pedagogical proposal is an organizational model pivoting on questions to show their centrality in the genre. 
The presentation could be framed by questions: initially to brainstorm ideas and concepts and thus establish a 
common ground of shared knowledge, and finally as a comprehension check. In between these two poles, each talk 
unit or topical episode could be introduced by means of a research question. After it and before the next talk unit, 
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marked by another research question, a mention question could clarify contents and clear doubts. An evaluative or 
check question would make the transition to the subsequent talk unit. This process is summarized in Fig. 3. 
Fig. 3. Pedagogical proposal 
With this simplified visual aid, our ESP students would devise their own presentation structures and become 
more sensitized towards their audiences, distinguishing in addition the various kinds of questions and their 
pragmatic repercussions.  
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